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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores how historically women’s crafts such as needlework and fiber arts
have informed acts of political protest with a focus on the craftivist response to contemporary
women’s reproductive rights surrounding the Supreme Court Burwell v. Hobby Lobby decision
(2014). Individuals and organized groups, including Government Free VJJ: Project Snatchel,
Knit a Brick, and Wombs on Washington responded to the attempts and legalization of restricting
women’s reproductive freedom. I am interested in how contemporary craftivism utilizes the
historically feminine mediums of fiber-based craft to further social awareness of political
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ARTICLE

Over the summer of 2014, Hobby Lobby won its case, Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, at the
Supreme Court, allowing the company to be exempted from the contraceptive mandate of the US
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) under the Affordable Care Act (ACA), which
requires employers to cover certain contraceptives for female employees.1 The court ruled that a
corporation could be exempt if the contraceptive mandate violated the corporation’s owner’s
religious beliefs.2 This was the first time the court had recognized a for-profit corporation’s
claim of religious beliefs.3 This court decision directly affected contraception coverage and
women’s reproductive rights.
The Internet was flooded with cries of outrage, but also ways to subvert the ruling of the
Hobby Lobby verdict. After the decision was made on June 30, 2014, activists went into Hobby
Lobby stores to rearrange objects in order to create messages that would subvert Hobby Lobby
from within (figs. 1-3). Bitch Media released an article on how to individually counter the
decision with ideas, scrapbooking letters to political representatives, stitching protests onto
clothing, chalking the sidewalks around Hobby Lobby locations, and crocheting a uterus to mail
to Hobby Lobby headquarters. Gender cannot be overlooked in the Burwell v. Hobby Lobby
decision or the responses to it. Hobby Lobby caters to the crafter or DIY’er, who is typically
female. Along with the craftivist projects proposed by Bitch Media, the female consumer who
opposes the ruling on the Hobby Lobby case may now also purposely purchase materials and
supplies from Hobby Lobby’s competitors. The boycotting of Hobby Lobby is another avenue of

1

“Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc.”
“Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores, Inc.
3
To qualify for this exemption, the corporation’s religious affiliation must be included in the
company charter or else it cannot claim religious protections.
2

2

protesting the Hobby Lobby Corporation, the anti-feminist, and problematic social positioning it
has come to represent.
The traditional and feminine art forms such as embroidery, knitting, weaving, and sewing
have been harnessed by craftivists to unsettle cultural conventions or political situations. Women
have utilized their craft skills to rebel against the status quo, even if the work they were doing
was not formally recognized as a form of activism or, to use the newly coined term, craftivism.
This approach of employing feminine craft forms is still in use today as seen by the craftivist
response that resulted from the Burwell v. Hobby Lobby case during the summer of 2014.
Craftivist responses are typically grassroots movements, which rely on technology in order to
reach the masses. They can be based on a sole individual’s pursuit or groups of like-minded
people’s collaborative efforts that utilize social media for gathering in numbers. Group craftivist
responses to the Hobby Lobby ruling have resulted in projects that are discussed here, such as
Knit a Brick, Wombs on Washington, and Government Free VJJ: The Snatchel Project. In all of
these efforts we predominantly see women utilizing historically feminine crafts in order to make
a further connection between the historically feminine roles, crafts, and current women’s issues.
I am interested in exploring why and how it is important that craftivism refers to the
gendered element of craft in order to subvert and counter the political ruling of the summer of
2014. The craftivist method is not a new strategy for women’s political activism. I will examine
past examples of women utilizing feminine craft as a form of political protest in order to
demonstrate the activist history of craft. I maintain that by utilizing methods associated with
traditional feminine crafts, these female craftivists are able to assert their message more
effectively than if they had chosen other means.

3

I cannot claim whether or not all craftivist makers are aware of craft’s activist roots
because the history of craft has been elided. Some people find craft to have a very conservative
history and overlook craft’s activist history, which I will later examine.4As craft scholar Kirsty
Robertson notes, the history of craft is “often trumped by a need to quash still-perpetuated,
gendered, stereotypes of crafting.”5 This attempt to repeal craft’s gendered stereotypes can be
seen as a way to separate and elevate the status of craft objects. David McFadden, curator at the
Museum of Art & Design in New York, said in response to the exhibition Radical Knitting and
Subversive Lace (2007), “these are not your grandmother’s crocheted dollies and knitted leg
warmers,” a comment that fails to account for the rich history of subversive craft.6 McFadden’s
comment illustrated an attempt to separate the fiber art in the show Radical Knitting and
Subversive Lace from the historical lineage of fiber art as craft. He claimed that this work was
substantially greater and more important because it transcended the common assumptions of
fiber art as a domestic art of women. This claim removes fiber art from its historically gendered
stereotypes by divorcing it from the gendered history of craft. It unjustly overlooks and removes
a substantial amount of meaning and history of the craft form.
There has been a revival in women’s craft in recent generations, with more people
learning to knit, stitch, or crochet than in previous generations. Many modern crafts, DIY, and
knitting movements are using various kinds of needlework as forms of protest and social
critique. Several craftivist and DIY books are devoted to inviting and educating the masses on
how to not only craft, but also participate in the movement. Current forms of activism are being

4

I will examine the subversive samplers of the nineteenth century, suffragette banners of the
early twentieth century, and the revival of craft activisms in the 1970s and 1980s on page six.
5
Kirsty Robertson, “Rebellious Doilies and Subversive Stitches,” in Extra/Ordinary: Craft and
Contemporary Art, ed. Maria Elena Buszek (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011): 186.
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informed by the utilization of craft. Today’s craftivist response spurs from a grassroots effort, but
it utilizes social media as a tool for inviting other supporters to join in these efforts.
The significance of utilizing traditionally feminine crafts to make social critiques also harnesses
the historical connotations of the mediums. Debbie Stoller, third wave feminist and author of
Stitch ‘n Bitch series, states her reason for taking back the stitch:

Whenever I would take up the needles I would feel myself connected not only to my own
mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, but also to the women who had developed
the craft, the women who had known, as I did, the incredible satisfaction and sense of
serenity that could come from the steady rhythmic click-click-click of one’s knitting
needles…Betty Friedan and other like-minded feminists had overlooked an important
aspect of knitting when they viewed it simply as part of women’s societal obligation to
serve everyone around them –– they had forgotten that knitting served the knitter as
well.7

This resurgence in feminine craft not only serves a practical or decorative function but also
provides a sense of fulfillment for the knitter. Women’s Studies scholars Heather Pristash, Inez
Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood state, “It is precisely this notion of how knitting has served
the knitter, or more broadly how needlework has served the needlewomen.”8

6

Brook S. Mason, “The New York List” artnet Magazine, accessed February 12, 2015,
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/mason/mason1-30-07.asp.
7
Debbie Stoller, Stitch ‘n Bitch: The Knitter’s Handbook (New York: Workman, 2003): 9.
8
Heather Pristash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood, “The Needle as the Pen:
Intentionality, Needlework, and the Production of Alternate Discourses of Power,” in Women
and the Material Culture of Needlework and Textiles, 1750-1950, ed. Maureen Daly Goggin and
Beth Fowkes Tobin (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Co., 2009): 1.

5

After September 11, 2001, Betsy Greer, the woman credited with the creation the term
craftivism, stated that in her post-9/11 frustration, she just started to knitting. She discovered
Jean Railla’s book, Get Crafty and soon began to make other crafts such as marble magnets and
record handbags.9 Greer stated the more she crafted and talked to others that she soon realized
“some traditional handicrafts were easily teachable, relatively easily practiced, very portable,
and, with some exceptions affordable.”10 As Greer’s anger about the US military conflict in the
Middle East increased, she recalled the political paper-mâché puppets at the Greenwich Village
Halloween Parade the previous fall. Greer realized that the puppets in the Village, “expressed all
the emotions I couldn’t quite muster when I saw the news and the buildup to the war. They held
so much more presence than protestors holding up placards.”11 Greer recalled participating in a
protest in Washington D.C. and holding up a sign walking along the protest route wondering
what she was actually contributing to the world.12 She realized that the anger and frustration she
felt remained with her even after participating in the protest. The more she began to think over
about craft and activism, the more she realized that both craft and activism typically resulted in
negative connotations: “Craft was like the younger child not taken seriously by art, and activism
made people uncomfortable, conjuring unpleasant images of tear gas and riot gear. What if each
was treated as a positive entity? What if they could each use the energy created by the other to
take on a new idea?”13 Greer realized that both craft and activism were two positive words,
which had been culturally redefined as negative. It became her mission to reclaim them.
Craftivism has become something more than merely a craft plus activism; it is creativity plus

9

Betsy Greer, “Craftivist History,” in Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, ed. Maria
Elena Buszek (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011): 177.
10
Greer, 177.
11
Greer, 177.
12
Greer, 177.

6

activism, or crafty activism.14 It is about using what you have in your skillset to express your
feelings in a visual manner that does not require you to stand on a sidewalk and scream; it is a
positive, creative outlet for your pent-up energies; it is about not letting this anger consume you,
but giving back and channeling this anger in a productive manner; and that these small acts can
become agents of change; if it is done continually and repeatedly, it will amass and soon spread
regardless of how small an act is.15
Although Greer is credited with coining the term, craftivism is not a brand new tool for
political demonstration. Western women have utilized craft to rebel against social norms
throughout the modern era. The suffragette banners of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries are an example of women combining embroidery, paint, and collage to create original
and equally well finished products (fig. 4).16 Art Historian and feminist writer, Rozsika Parker
acknowledges that “there was nothing naïve in the Suffrage use of embroidery. They were
familiar with the methods and materials of embroidery. They understood the symbolic content of
materials.”17 In the 1970s and 1980s, some feminists called for women to leave behind sewing
and kitting because they were seen as “emblems of conformity, [yet] craft nevertheless played an
important role in numerous 1970s and 1980s political actions.”18 The usage of feminine craft can
also be seen in the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp19 an antinuclear protest held

13

Greer, 178.
Greer, 178.
15
Greer, 180.
16
Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (London:
The Women’s Press Limited, 1984): 197.
17
Parker, 198.
18
Roberston,185.
19
The eventual removal of the nuclear weapons a decade later is not attributed to the Greenham
Common Women’s Peace Camp, but to greater political power forces. British writer, Beeban
Kidron remarks that “it is often said that the protest at Greenham Common was
ineffectual….perhaps the real success of the protest was not simply what was changed at
14
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during the early 1980s outside the Greenham Common Royal Air Force Base in England (figs.
5,6).20 Beginning in the early 2000s, Grant Neufeld founded the Revolutionary Knitting Circle in
Calgary, Canada and extensions of this group have subsequently started across America and
Europe since. The Revolutionary Knitting Circle and other radical crafting groups began to
effectively share their knowledge in teaching craft skills and promoting it with activist strategies.
The Revolutionary Knitting Circle manifesto advocates knitting as well as other crafts as a
“constructive and non-violent tools for opposing the dominant corporate models of
production.”21 These groups also hold “knit-ins,” marches, rallies, or co-operatively produce
Peace Knits banners (fig. 7). The utilization of women’s handicrafts is not a new invention of the
twenty-first century, but instead a method of political demonstration that modern women have
undertaken as long as they have made crafts.

Greenham Common but how it changed the nature of protest. Regardless of claims that the
peace-camp was unsuccessful the activist group garnered much attention worldwide. Regardless
of claims that the peace-camp was unsuccessful the activist group garnered much attention
worldwide. Before the protest began in 1981, a 1980 survey found that 41% of people in Britain
were unaware nuclear weapons were stored in the country. By 1983 only 6% of the population
had not heard of Greenham and were unaware missiles were stored there.
Beeban Kidron, “The Women of Greenham Common Taught a Generation How to Protest,” The
Guardian (UK), September 2, 2013, accessed March 29, 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/uknews/2013/sep/02/greenham-common-women-taught-generation-protest.
Sasha Roseneil, Disarming Patriarchy: Feminism and Political Action at Greenham
(Buckingham: Open University Press, 1995): 169.
20
Greenham Common was the first American base in Europe to receive missiles as a result of
the 1979 NATO decision, which allowed US nuclear cruise missiles to be housed at military
bases in Europe. The beginning of the Greenham women’s peace camp began on September 5,
1981 when a group of thirty-five mostly women marched on Greenham Airforce Base. The
group demanded a televised interview with the Ministry of Defense in response to the incoming
shipment of over one hundred warheads to be stored in England. The group was denied an
interview so they refused to leave and set up camp outside the base. The encampment grew to
35, 000 at one point. The last missiles left the site in 1991 as a result of the Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces Treaty.
21
Anthea Black and Nicole Burisch, “Craft Hard, Die Free: Radical Curatorial Strategies for
Craftivism in Unruly Contexts,” in The Craft Reader, ed. Glenn Adamson (New York: Berg,
2010): 611.
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Art Historian, Kirsty Robertson asks whether it “is possible that the political
effectiveness of radical craft practice relies inherently on the gendering of textile work?”22 Can
the traditional technique of women’s knitting, embroidery, and quilting push the context of
political activism because the gendering of its very form. Women’s Studies scholar, Beth Ann
Pentney states, “knitting can be used for feminist goals because it is grounded in a gendered
cultural practice that can readily be politicized for different purposes by different groups and
individuals.”23 I agree with Pentney that historically and culturally gendered mediums can be
effectively used for spreading a politically infused message, especially in regards to the Hobby
Lobby decision about women’s reproductive freedom. The choice to utilize mediums that are
entrenched in historically gendered stereotypes only continues to further the element of the
craftivism. In the case of Hobby Lobby, the fact that it is a craft store, which sells the massproduced raw materials for crafting, the craftivist response fosters an even greater reaction.
Craftivists subvert Hobby Lobby by the same goods they sell.
Since craftivist products are made in the form of activism, a gallery, craft show, Etsy, or
even the home is no longer the final destination for these products. This radical approach in
display is a departure from how typical “art” or craft is shown or utilized. New ways of
“exhibiting, deploying, and resituating these practices while preserving the vigor of the maker’s
political intent” are instituted.24 Artists, writers, and cultural workers, Anthea Black and Nicole
Burisch state that “the new organizational methods of craftivism offer new spaces of display

22

Robertson, 186.
Beth Ann Pentney, “Feminism Activism, and Knitting: Are the Fibre Arts a Viable Mode for
Feminist Political Action?” Thirdspace: a Journal of Feminist Theory and Culture, Vol. 8.1
(2008): 2, accessed October 24, 2014,
http://journals.sfu.ca/thirdspace/index.php/journal/article/viewArticle/entney/210.
24
Anthea Black and Nicole Burisch, “Craft Hard Die Free,” in Extra/Ordinary: Craft and
Contemporary Art, ed. Maria Elena Buszek (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011): 218.
23

9

outside the dominant institutional spaces or corporate models: protests and marches, websites or
Web-based exhibitions, zines collectives, workshops, and off-sites events held outside of the
traditional gallery spaces.”25 Most of the craftivist products become visual tools for
demonstration in peaceful political protests. These craftivist products can and do later end up
shown in museum collections or in exhibitions, but that is not their primary reason for
production, or their intended home.
Are the terms craft and DIY interchangeable? Former editor-in-chief of American Craft
magazine, Andrew Wagner states “Aren’t all makers, to some extent, doing it themselves?”26
Unfortunately neither craft nor DIY are terms that can be narrowed down and neatly put into
categories. Wagner states, “Craft does not encompass a single act of making or only the act of
making, craft also often carries with it an ideology suggesting a particular outlook on the
world.”27 Craft can be embraced for many reasons: its essence of craftsmanship—the quality of
work, time, effort, that went into its production; it’s inherent otherness; or it’s ability to give “the
man” the middle finger.28 I’m interested in all three of these elements, because craft does not
have to fulfill only one of these elements; it can do it all.
How does one do-it-yourself if you don’t know a craft? Well obviously you teach
yourself! Historically feminine crafts such as needlework or knitting is no longer something that
must be passed down through the generations. One can now teach oneself to knit. The number of
publications on knitting alone has doubled from the year 2000: 462 books was published

25

Black and Burisch, “Craft Hard Die Free,” in Extra/Ordinary, 219.
Andrew Wagner, “Craft: It’s What You Make of It,” in Handmade Nation: The Rise of DIY,
Art, Craft, and Design, ed. by Faythe Levine & Cortney Heimerl (New York: Princeton
Architectural Press, 2008): 1.
27
Wagner, 1.
28
Wagner, 2.
26
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between 2000-2007, while there were only 215 books published between 1980 and 1990.29 The
resurgence in craft can be seen by the increased book publications as well as the recently popular
craft books such as Jean Railla’s Get Crafty: Hip Home Ec (2004); Faythe Levine and Courtney
Heimerl’s Handmade Nation: The Rise of DIY, Art, Craft, and Design (2008); Joan Tapper’s
Craft Activism: People, Ideas, and Projects from the New Community of Handmade and How
You Can Join In (2011); and Debbie Stoller’s Stitch ‘n Bitch Nation (2014). These books are
essentially “how to” guides on teaching oneself a craft, with patterns, and even organizations or
groups to join. The idea is that anyone can craft. You can craft at home, alone, in a bar, in a
group, or wherever you choose to. The revival of craft has emphasized the creation of work in
public and outside of the traditional domestic handicrafts into casual “third spaces” such as bars
and cafes.30 Bringing these crafts into these third spaces also divorces the craft of its historically
engendered form, by physically bringing it into the public realm. These crafts are no longer kept
in the home; they are no longer produced solely in the home and for use of the home.
Historically, crafts have been a private affair because they were produced in the home by
predominantly women whether for utilitarian or hobby purposes. Prior to the eighteenth century,
craft hobbies such as embroidery and decorative painting were a leisurely pastime for the
aristocratic woman.31 Any craft hobby whether utilitarian or decorative were seen as lower art
forms because they were made in the home and the gender of their maker, women. As Art
Historians, Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock state in Old Mistresses, “The sex of the artist

29

Betsy Hosegood, “Whip Your Hobby into Shape: Knitting, Feminism and Construction of
Gender,” Textile, Vol. 7. 2 (2009): 155.
30
Nicole Dawkins, “Do-It-Yourself: The Precarious Work and Postfeminist Politics of
Handmaking (in) Detroit,” Utopian Studies Vol. 22.2 (2011): 275.
31
Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft (New York: Berg, 2007): 140.
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matters. It conditions the way art is seen and discussed. This is indisputable.”32 The art versus
craft division depends not only upon gender of the maker but the medium of the craft as well, as
both have been historically labeled as inferior to that of men and art. Traditional female
handiworks have been degraded to the notion of “craft” and thereby the “other” in opposition to
“real art” because of the historical distinctions made to separate them. The problem of the
relegation of needlework, embroidery, and such to this lower art form is, as craft scholar, Glenn
Adamson states:

When craft manifests itself as an expression of amateurism, however, it becomes
genuinely troublesome. The problem begins with word itself, “amateur” meaning
roughly, “lover,” from the Latin amare (to love), and one of the hallmarks of amateur
activity is a lack of critical distance from the object of desire.33

Historical female handicrafts can be associated with the idea of “purposelessness” that of
a pastime which consigned these handicrafts, especially needlework, to a mere hobby craft.
Adamson concludes that hobby crafts become identified with the weekend dabbler (like stamp
collecting and weekend sports), the person who only pursues an activity for self-gratification
rather than critique.34 This brings attention to the contemporary dismissal of craft because it is
not taken seriously enough due to the idea that the maker is too involved and close to his or her
creation and lack the needed distance for a critical assessment. Knit a Brick, Wombs on
Washington, and Project Snatchel can be dismissed to fulfill the notions of “amateur craft.” The

32

Parker & Pollock, 50.
Adamson, 139.
34
Adamson, 139.
33
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crafting response by the groups is more than that of “amateur craft” because they are not crafting
these items for their own gratification, but as a form of activism to bring attention to specific
topics therefore they are not making these items without purpose and are deviating from the
historically rooted idea of uselessness of feminine craft run-on sentence.
The divide between art and craft has grown out of the history of craft itself—mainly due
to sex of the maker. Craft scholar, Elissa Auther, author of String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy
of Art and Craft in American Art (2010) examines this fiber and art divide. Auther refers to the
ingrained genderization fiber has experienced due to its historical maker. Where as Parker and
Pollock claimed that the lowly craft status of embroidery was due to its association with leisure
time of the aristocratic women. Auther, however, asserts that the lowly status has extended to all
fiber art forms regardless if the reason for production whether it is functional or not. Craft is
often signified as a non-art and was a term that made it easy to dismiss the work of women artists
in the 1960s and 1970s during the fiber movement.35 Even when I presented this research topic
to a class full of graduate art students, a prospective MFA candidate asked if I was going to
examine any real art.36 I see this as evidence of the sour taste the very idea of craft leaves in the
mouths of elitists within the art community.
A specific craftivist response to Hobby Lobby is the initiative of the Secular Coalition for
America’s Knit a Brick campaign, the purpose of which is to “rebuild the wall of separation
between church and state, one brick at a time….to create a striking visual impact for lawmakers
who have the ability to correct this issue via legislation, and speak directly to Hobby Lobby’s

35

Elissa Auther, String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Craft
(Minneapolis; University of Minnesota Press, 2010): 22.
36
I presented the initial idea of this paper on November 12, 2014 in the High/Low Modern Art
and Visual Culture class.
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consumer base with our Knit a Brick campaign.”37 Lauren Anderson Youngblood, the coalition’s
director of communications said, “People tend to be impacted when they see a visual
demonstration, and that is what this is. It’s a visual demonstration of people’s anger about this
decision and a constructive way to show lawmakers that they have the ability to change it.”38 The
Secular Coalition’s call for bricks was dispersed via the Internet with an emphasis on social
media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter (fig. 8). They requested a knitted or crocheted flat
red or reddish 6” x 3” “brick”; if a supporter could not knit or crochet, they had the option to
sponsor the creation of a brick. Just because a person might not possess the skillset or time to
contribute a knitted brick, it would not exclude them from supporting the cause. The Secular
Coalition provided three different levels of financial contribution for the sponsorship of a brick:
an intern brick cost $10, a staff brick $25, or the president brick $100.39 The President of the
Secular Coalition’s Board of Directors would knit the presidential brick.40 Youngblood stated
that there was a good mix of sponsored versus knitted bricks collected, about half and half, but
she did not have exact numbers.41 The Coalition then used the collected bricks to create walls to
display at the most prominent and powerful political locations of Washington D.C. Originally, in
July of 2014, they requested and received 800 bricks to display at the Supreme Court and
Congress; after receiving the first bricks they requested an additional 1,200 bricks by August 5,
2014.42 The staff of the Secular Coalition then darned all of the individual bricks together in

37

“Knit a Brick,” accessed October 27, 2014, https://secular.org/content/knitabrick-sponsors.
Kimberly Winston, “Hobby Lobby Protestors ‘Knit a Brick,’” July 17, 2014, accessed October
9, 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/hobby-lobby-protesters-knit-abrick/2014/07/17/63115052-0de6-11e4-9c90-0c289b74e142_story.html
39
“Knit a Brick.”
40
Lauren Youngblood, phone conversation with Lauren Browning, December 2, 2014.
41
Lauren Youngblood, phone conversation.
42
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order to march the walls between the federal government buildings (fig. 9). Protestors marched
from the Supreme Court to the U.S. Capitol with over 1,600 crocheted bricks on September 9,
2014 (fig. 10).43 While they marched, protestors chanted “Bosses religion, not my health
prescription.”44 The march on September 9 between the Supreme Court and the U.S. Capitol has
so far been the only public appearance of the brick wall. Youngblood stated that there are still
plans to present the brick wall at the White House.45 There is currently not a set date for going to
the White House, because they are still receiving bricks. They hope that the brick walls will be
much bigger at their next debut. Youngblood also mentioned that they are interested in showing
the brick walls at an art gallery; however, no gallery location or plans have been finalized for this
either.
Knit a Brick’s method of gathering individual submissions to create a unified body of
work is a common craftivist method. Black and Burisch acknowledge this working model as a
“common craftivist method of group making, where each participant contributes one panel to be
assembled together into a diverse, collaborative whole” (fig. 11).46 While each brick requested
was to be the same size and of reddish hue, the individual hand can be seen in each brick. Each
individual maker is visible in each brick by the different colors (there were non-red bricks
submitted which were still used in the wall), different thread weights, knit gauge, and the style of
knitting stitches (fig. 12). The brick wall is an example of an “overtly collaborative project that
emphasizes a multiplicity of voices and the democratization of its making. It has something of an
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intentional anti-aesthetic: the individually knitted panels of thrifted and donated yarn speak to its
cooperative construction and its multiple creators.”47 The call for individual submissions lends
itself to the fact that every brick stands for a person who is against the Hobby Lobby decision.
The brick becomes a visual signature, much like that of a petition signature.
On the day of the protest, Taylor Kisner, reporter of News 2 Share, interviewed Sarah
Levine, an outreach coordinator for the Secular Coalition. Levine articulated the mission of the
Knit a Brick campaign by stating:

I’m out here because the Hobby Lobby decision basically said your employer’s religion
is more important than the employee’s. It’s an issue of religious freedom. It’s also an
issue of women’s rights. I mean this particular case was about birth control, but it’s about
way more than that. The Knit a Brick campaign really showed that there were so many
people outraged by this decision and we want Congress to take action. We harnessed it
[outraged energies] with the Knit a Brick campaign. Today, we are out here to represent
all those people from all fifty states that could not be here today; to say to Congress, you
have support for this. You need to fix the Hobby Lobby decision and the people are
demanding that you do so.48

The Knit a Brick campaign sought individual participation through the utilization of social media
to include a broader audience. They received bricks and commissions for bricks from all of the
country, which they kept track of on a map (fig.13). The campaign utilized a group effort in the
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creation of brick wall as a visual expression of similar minded people who were disgruntled with
the Hobby Lobby decision.
The Knit a Brick campaign is an example of people utilizing a historically gendered
feminine craft form of knitting and crocheting to express their political dissatisfaction. They
choose to employ a craftivist method, which I feel is even stronger because it is using the very
materials that Hobby Lobby sells, though it would be a safe assumption to say that the yarn was
most likely not purchased at Hobby Lobby. The boycott Hobby Lobby by craftivist, supports
stores with aligning beliefs the crafters bring attention to the craft industry. The choice in
material and subject matter is a statement in and of itself. The craftivists choose to represent a
brick wall through yarn. The representation of a strong, durable surface in a flimsy substance
such as yarn may allude to the weakening of the current separation between Church and State as
witnessed by the Hobby Lobby decision. The fact that these bricks are knitted can refer to the
gendering of the court decision itself. Since the decision was specifically about birth control and
it directly limited a woman’s right to access birth control according to her employer’s religious
beliefs.
Wombs on Washington and Government Free VJJ: Project Snatchel are two other
craftivist responses that deal with threats to women’s rights to control their own reproductive
health. Wombs on Washington49 called for knitted wombs to be placed on the United States
Supreme Court steps in support of prochoice legislation.50 Beth Ann Pentney, a professor of
Women’s Studies, described the WoW project as addressing the “ideas of ownership over
women’s bodies and the legal rights to abortion while, while simultaneously exploring gender,
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knitting as activism, and community identification.”51 The WoW project was inspired by the
knitted womb pattern created by MK Carroll (fig. 14).52 The pattern originally appeared in the
free online magazine Kitty in the winter of 2004. By 2005, a group of knitters organized a
members-only group, Knit4Choice via LiveJournal.53 The two hosts and organizers of the group,
Ladyceleste and Yarnygoodness, called for people to use MK Carroll’s pattern to create knitted
wombs to be dropped upon the Supreme Court steps. This was in response to attempts at
restricting abortion access laws and a continuation of support for Roe v. Wade, 1973.54 This
online rallying call was well received and quickly developed into an online community with
nearly three hundred members within the first month.55 However, when WoW posted their
mission statement shortly after in 2005, they sparked a debate amongst followers due to the
omission of the words ‘pro-choice’ and ‘feminist.’ Their mission states:

WoW is an organization made up of concerned, crafty citizens who feel strongly about
women’s reproductive rights and the importance of allowing women to make decisions
regarding their own bodies without judgment or unreasonable obstacles […] It is WoW’s
hope that by seeing the vast differences among our representative wombs, laid out before
the Supreme Court building, our elected and appointed officials will remember that every
woman is an individual with unique needs and circumstances, and are capable of making
person decisions without government interference.56
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The concern expressed by the Knit4Choice members dealt with the “purposeful omission” of the
politically loaded words, ‘pro-choice’ and ‘feminist.”57 This discussion focused on the exclusive
language, how members self-identified either as feminists or pro-choice or not, and the negative
connotations both words carry.58 The dispute over the mission statement created a wedge in the
group’s ability to rally individuals together for a mutually agreed upon cause. The “womb drop”
never occurred due to lack of commitment, organization, and cohesive decision-making by the
group members. The WoW project was an attempt to mobilize pro-choice crafters to create a
craftivist response to a women’s rights issue. WoW is an example of a grassroots movement that
did not materialize.
Nonetheless, in 2005 the WoW project inspired a college student in a Women’s studies
class to create a survey regarding the womb pattern (fig. 15).59 She also asked for reactions to the
WoW project. Of the two hundred eight-five participants who answered the question “What do
you think of Knitty’s Womb?” 42.8% found the ‘knitted wombs’ to be “not so great. Organs,
especially sexual organs, have no value as knitted objects.” 26% answered, “It’s great! So totally
female and now a political symbol!” with 5% responding to “It’s awful! Eww! How gross!”60
There were seventy-four comments discussing knitted wombs and WoW. The contributors
discussed the potential possibilities of the knitted womb’s existence after delivery: would it be
discarded, swept up by a janitor, or induce laughter or disgust? Also, would the womb’s future in
the trash be symptomatic of the political leaders’ attempts to limit reproductive freedoms? One
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member comment stated that it was a waste of her time to knit something for it only to become
trash:

I don't really think it's gross, but I do think it's kind of bizarre for a few different
reasons. First off: I spend a lot of time and effort working on knitted objects for
myself/friends/family so we have pretty, personalized things. Not so a janitor can clear
them off the steps and throw them out. Secondly, it would probably not occur to me in a
million years that it's supposed to be a uterus. To me, it looks like Pippi Longstocking
before someone glues on her googly eyes. I mean, it's been really prettied up for an
internal organ.61

This comment embodies much of the dissent launched against the knitted wombs project in
general: the bizarreness in knitting a womb, the idea that it is a waste of time to knit an object,
and the over-simplification and stylization of the womb itself.
Different functions for the womb were also introduced, such as Froggy_dear’s proposal
that instead of sending these wombs to politicians: “If the mantra of the prochoice movement is
‘My Body, My Choice!’ Wouldn’t a more fitting action be along the lines of wearing the uterus
on the outside of our clothing wherever we go, to demonstrate our ownership and protectiveness
of our most politically charged organ?”62 This suggested idea alters the womb’s destination from
the distribution of wombs to official government buildings and people, to wearing them on the
outside of women’s clothes. Froggy_dear’s suggestion for the wearing of the knitted wombs as a
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sign of “our (female) ownership and protectiveness” of the female reproductive organ serves as a
valid idea. When and where these wombs would be worn is not addressed but anywhere and
daily, but the wearing of the wombs would provide a silent, political activism that could spark
discussion when worn. Wearing these knitted wombs on one’s clothing would coincide with the
tradition of wearing a sign of one’s social or political beliefs much like an American flag pin,
breast cancer awareness pink ribbon, the “Support our Troops” a yellow ribbon, or any other
symbol. Project Snatchel might not have physically transpired into a womb drop, but the
dialogue surrounding it became a space for community discussion in regards to at large
craftivism, knitting, reproductive rights, and women’s rights.
Unlike Knit a Brick or WoW, Government Free VJJ: The Snatchel Project does not
require a collaborative group effort. The Snatchel Project is based at the individual level and
provides all the information and guidelines for participation (fig. 16). The simple participation
steps are essentially to knit or crochet a vagina, uterus, or some other female organ, enclose a
message, and mail to your respective senator or congressional representative.63 A tagline of the
group is “Hands off my uterus. Here’s one of your own.”64 The website provides patterns for
knitting, crocheting, and a cut-and-sew pattern of wombs, vulvas, and cervix (fig. 17). There are
many options as to what organ to create, what medium, and even how to bedazzle the finished
product. Once the item is finished, all that is left to do is mail it. The website provides links to
find the identify your governor, congressional representative, or senator and their respective
mailing addresses. The group hopes to soon offer hand delivery via volunteers, but until then, the
system is set up for the crafter to mail the product themselves. Project Snatchel is also attempting
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to track the quantity of items sent and to whom, via a Google document submission form. They
request if you do participate, to please record your participation, so they can log it.
Project Snatchel is problematic insofar as it assumes only men are legislating. It does not
recognize the female politicians who are fighting either for or against reproductive freedoms.
They specifically say “Let’s make a uterus or VJJ for each male rep in congress!” and the
suggested message to send:
Dear Male

[ ] Senator
[ ] Representatives
[ ] Governor
[ ] Other

Get your pre-historic laws out of my uterus!
Better yet,
Here’s one of your own!65
The very idea and message of Project Snatchel assumes government officials are lacking a uterus
thus giving him one of his own. Does Project Snatchel still encourage sending knitted female
genitalia organs even to opposing female government representatives? Assumingly yes. The
group’s literature contains problematic language because it is written with a direct gender bias
against men. The viewpoint is unfair and reduces only men affect reproductive freedom. This
discriminating language only harms Project Snatchel by acknowledging only men are harmfully
affecting reproductive rights. It does not take into account the female legislators who are against
reproductive rights.
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Wombs on Washington and Project Snatchel both rely on the production of crafted
female genitalia imagery to “bomb” the legislative powers that be. There was a similar call for
the “womb bombing” of Hobby Lobby’s headquarters by Bitch magazine on how to fight against
the Hobby Lobby decision:

The bigwigs at Hobby Lobby seem so concerned about their employees’ reproductive
organs; why not crochet a whole bunch for them to take care of? A knitting group
is already doing this for conservative political representatives [Project Snatchel]. So get
your craftiest pals together with a few skeins of yarn and some hooks, and then wombbomb the heck out of Hobby Lobby HQ. Put a tag on each fuzzy uterus that reads,
“Here’s one of your very own, to control as you wish.” They’ll hardly be able to
complain! Drop your uterus in the mail to Hobby Lobby at 7717 SW 44th Street
Oklahoma City, OK 73179. 66

The point of receiving handcrafted genitalia cannot be mistaken, especially when paired with
messages such as “Here’s one of your very own, to control as you wish” or “Get your prehistoric laws out of my uterus!” The blatant depiction of female genitalia is direct and does not
allow for a miscommunication on behalf of the receiver or viewer. The fiber depictions of the
female genitalia each differ due to artistic freedom. Some of the genitalia are more realistic, in
alignment with medical illustrations and biology, while others are bedazzled or
anthropomorphized. It is a portrayal of the very element that legislation is affecting. The female
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reproductive system and sexual organs are the main distinguishing factor of womanhood and our
sexual differentiation from men.67 The choice to depict female genitalia is based on the idea of
what it is, what it can do, and that being left up to the owner of this genitalia—the actual woman.
These additional examples demonstrate how people apply a craftivist method in order to harness
their energies of unrest into a productive and visually demonstrative activity.
Colloquially, they are referred to as vaginas, but how I am using it varies from the
technical definition of vagina. Writer and spokeswoman of third wave feminism, Naomi Wolf
points out in Vagina (2013), “there is no one single word for the entire female sex organ from the
labia to clitoris to introitus to mouth of the cervix” which is why I have thus far used the term
female genitalia, because even the naming of this female anatomy is troublesome.68 Art
Historian, Barbara Rose’s iconic article “Vaginal Iconology” (1974) she states, “by depicting
female genitals, women artists attack one of the most fundamental ideas of male supremacy—
that a penis, because it is visible is superior.”69 While Rose’s article may be dated and Freudian
notions of penis envy have long been discredited, the idea that a penis is superior still reigns–– a
result of our patriarchal culture. The prevailing notions that vaginas are “mysterious, hidden,
unknown, and ergo threatening” as per H.R. Hayes in The Dangerous Sex (1964)70 still
permeates society today. The vagina is still vastly mysterious to some and misconceptions are
prevalent.
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In 2015, Idaho Republican Representative Vito Barbieri asked if a remote gynecological
exam could be performed if a woman swallowed a tiny camera.71 In this logic, Barbieri thought
the stomach and vagina were somehow connected. His ignorance of basic female anatomy made
him an instant Internet sensation. Barbieri’s unfamiliarity with the female reproductive system,
birth control, and abortion is obvious.72 Barbieri is staking out his position as an authority on the
telemedicine abortion. He is clearly not someone who should hold any political or medical
authority given he believes the stomach and vagina are connected. This public debacle provides
an example to why sending vaginas to representatives is necessary. Some of them probably
couldn’t distinguish a medical illustration of a vagina versus an intestine. These are the people
making the legislative decisions for autonomous American women. Barbieri is a perfect example
of why the creation of textile vaginas can be a useful tool for activists. It’s a tool for bringing
these unspoken and hidden organs out into the open for discussion.
The depiction of vaginas is truly and uniquely feminine, because while women may be
desired by men, their vaginas per say are not.73 Gender studies scholar, Emma L.E. Rees remarks
“a woman can be a muse, a nude, an Olympia, a fetishized object, but the vulva itself, which the
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fetish seeks to displace, is “obscene”.74 Vaginas as an entity of their own are not lusted after or
desired. This attitude towards vaginas could explain the mixed and baffled reactions to the
knitted vaginas. The crafted vaginas do not become objects of desire by the maker or recipients;
they become the embodiment of social unrest. Art historian, Lisa Tickner states “living in a
female body is different from looking at it, as a man.”75 This statement encapsulates what the
craftivists are seeking to achieve by sending out knitted vaginas. It is a reminder that being a
woman is quite different than desiring a woman, because while a woman or her sexual
performance may be desired, her actual vagina is not. These crafted vaginas are not about
objectification or lust. They are about restoring power and recognizing women as owners of their
own bodies.
Can craft make a difference or produce any substantial changes? Is there any
productivity or recognition of their efforts that result from the craftivist response such as
rearranging items in Hobby Lobby or knitting a bricks and vaginas? Are these forms of peaceful
protest beneficial? Craftivist champions would argue that yes they are productive. Betsy Greer,
Sarah Corbett, Anthea Black, and Nicole Burisch presented on the topic “The Activists’ Stitch:
from Craftivism to ‘Craftwashing’” as a panel in The Subversive Stitch Revisited: The Politics of
Cloth” conference sponsored by the Victoria & Albert Museum in 2013. Corbett addressed the
effectiveness of craftivism in her presentation, “A Spoonful of Craft Helps the Activism Go
Down.” She spoke of craftivism’s success, especially for the maker, but also noted that success is
hard to judge due to its very nature. She acknowledged, “Craftivism is a slow activism. Craft like
hand-embroidery and cross-stitch are slow repeated actions therefore naturally meditative which
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is vital for our own mental health when trying to grapple with very depressing stories that can
make us feel overwhelmed.”76 Craftivism is a slow activism because often the issues to which it
responds are complex injustices that have no quick fix. Craftivism is not a miracle activism or a
replacement for other forms of activism but it can be a valuable tool in an activist’s toolbox.77
Corbett recounted the success of craftivism at the level of its maker. A craftivist told Corbett,
“My small act of craftivism will hopefully go someway to change the world, but more
importantly it changed me.”78 This idea of craftivism channeling the frustrated energy of the
maker for the positive coincides with Greer’s calls for craftivism. According to Corbett, craft
connects the maker’s hands, head, and heart and when this is connected to justice issues it can be
world changing according to Corbett. 79 Craftivism might not produce immediate results, but it
can change the maker for the better and over time, just like needlework, one stitch at a time it
will begin to make a difference and create a new outlook. Craftivism, like needlework, is
dependent on each individual contributor and stitch because while one knitted vagina or brick
may not make a lasting difference, the combination of many can.
What does craftivism embody to the makers? The maker full-heartedly believes in the
message for which is she is crafting, or else she would not invest her time and energy into it.
Corbett states that craftivism is a way of taking ownership of our words and beliefs, because
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“you are not going to take time to stitch a text you do not believe in.”80 Rayna Fahey and Casey
Jenkins, founders of the Craft Cartel, described what craftivism means to them:

Craft that challenges, provokes, and transforms the world we live in. Craft that is
political. Craft that directly confronts the violent destructive world in which we live and
actively creates a new one based on love and care for our earth. Craftivism is also the
conscious subversion of methods of making that have been inexorably (and often nonsensically) linked to gender, in order to expose deeper and more damaging gender
assumptions, and a neat political tool to fuck with the fuckers’ minds.81

Donna Druchunas, co-founder of Government Free VJJ, said that sometimes a letter does not feel
like enough because “an intern looks at all the letters and adds up those that are pro and against.
You just become a checkmark.”82 Crafter Ashley Weeks Cart said she decided to join in and knit
a plush uterus to “help spread some awareness. It’s probably going to go in the garbage, I realize
that. But I know a number of people who decided to maker their own…so if multiple are sent it
will raise some eyebrows.”83 Druchunas and Cart exemplify why craftivism is important.
Craftivism may not be exceptional, but a letter can be easily ignored, however, a knitted vagina
leaves a visual image with the recipient. Craft pieces have an inherent value that makes them
more important and harder to overlook than a mere letter.
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Is craft able to make a difference? It clearly leaves its mark upon the maker and leaves a
visual image as a result of political protest, but does it actually invoke any change? Any failures
that craftivism has are the same failings that can be said of any peaceful or passive form of
protest. Robertson addresses how craftivism is often dismissed or ridiculed even when it is
publicized in the media. She states “radical knitting is just as regularly dismissed or critiqued,
not just on the level of gender but often on the level of its own futility.”84 The ostracism of the
knitters, even those participating in the movement, are “that their tactics are so nonconfrontational as to be completely ineffective. Knitting, in other words, is seen as a safe form of
activism (if it is even activism at all), both for those practicing it and those covering it in the
media.”85 The media coverage of the knitted lady parts addresses the movement of knitted lady
parts as comical and silly while simultaneously inviting participation. Druchunas herself said,
sending a lady part “makes a splash. This is funny and sarcastic and different.”86 By turning this
craftivist response into a spectacle, does it make it less threatening or palatable? Some Internet
reactions to the inadequacies of crafting lady parts were:
My first reaction was “aw HELL yeah,” and I considered bursting out my needles (got
the perfect orange and pink variegated yarn)…but then, I dunno. Seems kind of…silly to
me. I’ve been getting increasingly angry about the War on Women, and really feel the
need to Do Something. I vote pro-woman and give money to Planned Parenthood, but
I’ve got the urge to go big–– organize. March. Start a movement. Something. This is big
shit going on here, and I don’t feel as if women are standing up strongly enough to say
how we are Not Okay with being stripped of our rights and reduced to our bodily
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functions. I want to fucking march on Washington, De-Occupy our Uteri, or something
like that. Knitted funsies just isn’t hacking it.87

This person found that the craftivism of knitted lady genitalia to not be revolutionary enough. I
would like to respond to this comment by referring to Corbett’s statement that craftivism is not a
replacement for other forms of activism, but merely another tool to utilize in addition to other
forms of activism. Much like that of Knit a Brick which harnessed both passive (knitting lady
parts) and active activisms with the march on Washington with their knitted brick walls. Another
critique of crafting vaginas was:

This is a cute idea, and I don’t mean to sound rude, but so what? Why am I going to
waste my precious time and money making domestic crafts for dudes in power who don’t
get it? I have a better idea: let’s pool our resources and organize to empower more
women and communities––and kick these assholes out of office (or anti-capitalist
feminist revolution, what-evs). Also, sorry to be the party-pooper, but handicraft projects
resembling female anatomy are so early 2000s art school. Now it’s just something you
discover freshmen year of college at your first Stitch-n-Bitch. The novelty wears off once
you figure out that Etsy is flooded with woolen lady parts and nobody really wants to buy
your vagina. At least, not that way.88
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These two reader comments demonstrate the lack of support and misunderstanding of the
craftivist response. Craftivism is not an instantaneous remedy for inciting change, but this could
be said for any activism no matter how passive or bluntly active. Knitting a vagina or yelling will
not produce results any faster. What produces change, though, is constant and repetitive acts that
over time grow and spread awareness. No social injustice was solved by only using one form of
activism. Craftivism is a form of positive protests that, over time and repetition, can spread
awareness and, when coupled with other actions, can produce tangible change in the world.
I have attempted to demonstrate how people have utilized the historically and
traditionally female gendered craft forms of knitting, crochet, needlework, and such to create
politically subversive messages of expression. The choice of selecting mediums entrenched with
historically feminine crafts makes a further connection between the historically feminine roles,
crafts, and current women’s issues. From the time of the early cross-stitched samplers, the
Suffragette movements, anti-war protests, and into contemporary women’s reproductive rights,
women, as well as men, have utilized needlework and other perceived feminine craft-forms to
subvert the cultural norms. While this might have initially begun with women utilizing what was
in their skillset with rebellious stitched samplers, today it reflects the choice to learn, participate
in, and make a craft, but also to craft for a reason outside of beyond yourself. Craftivists might
be seen as “amateurs,” but they are choosing to invest their time and energies into creating a
product that will draw attention to specific issues and invoke thought. Craftivists are not on the
street corner yelling or harassing people, but rather putting this energy into a positive production
of an object. While craftivism like any form of activism has it’s limits; it is no way a means to an
end. It is, however, a productive way to contribute whether individually or as part of a group in
an effort to support a cause in which the maker believes.
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IMAGES

Figure 1. Crafting a Protest within Hobby Lobby: Pro-Choice.

Figure 2. Crafting a Protest within Hobby Lobby: All Women Deserve Birth Control.
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Figure 3. Crafting a Protest within Hobby Lobby: Plan B.

Figure 4. Suffragette banner. Museum of London, London. Circa 1911. Paint, embroidery, and applique.
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Figure 5. Greenham Women's Blockade of Bawdry Airfield. Pembrokeshire, Great Britain, 1982.

Figure 6. Peace Knits banner at the International Day of Action to End War on Iraq, September 24, 2002.
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Figure 7. Photograph of Greenham Common Women's Peace Camp banner, 1984.

Figure 8. Knit a Brick, Call for Submissions.
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Figure 9. Knit a Brick peaceful Protest.

Figure 10. Knit a Brick Peaceful Protest.
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Figure 11. The Knit a Brick walls at the Supreme Court steps.

Figure 12. Knit a Brick submissions at the Secular Coalition headquarters.
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Figure 13. Map of United States Knit a Brick submissions.

Figure 14. MK Carroll, Womb.
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Figure 15. Live Journal Poll focusing on sexual knitting,
specifically the MK Carroll Womb Pattern and the WoW Project.

39

Figure 16. Government Free VJJ: The Snatchel Project. Steps for Participation.
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Figure 17. Various female reproductive and sexual organs crafted for Project Snatchel submissions.
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